



from	all	who	are	willing	 to	engage	with	 it	at	many	different	 levels.	
We	talk	today	of	the	need	for	‘fresh	expressions’,	casting	church	and	
faith	in	different	shapes	to	capture	the	attention	of	those	who	do	not	
recognise	 themselves	 in	 the	 traditional	 structures.	 This	 book	 is	 in	
itself	a	fresh	expression,	in	old-fashioned	terms	an	act	of	missionary	
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If	one	accepts	first	of	all	a	Christian	theological	spectrum	that	ranges	




theology	 justice.	As	 this	 book	demonstrates,	 he	 is	 deeply	 rooted	 in	
Christian	tradition	and	speaks	very	much	to	the	mainstream	churches.	
Nevertheless,	anyone	picking	up	Borg	should	be	aware	of	the	themes	
which	 have	 characterised	 his	 more	 academic	 work,	 among	 them	
the	 humanity,	 and	 not	 divinity,	 of	 ‘the	 pre-Easter	 Jesus’	 (90);	 the	
metaphorical,	and	not	literal,	nature	of	the	resurrection;	and	a	vision	


















out	 of	 his	 encounters	 with	 the	 ‘Christian	 illiteracy’	 (5)	 of	 modern	
secular	society.	He	references	the	bewilderment	of	his	own	students	
when	confronted	with	the	language	of	the	Lord’s	Prayer,	for	example.	




The	 flip	 side	 of	 this	 aim	 is	 Borg’s	 concern	 to	 rescue	 Christian	
language	 from	 the	 clutches	 of	 what	 he	 terms	 ‘The	 Heaven-and-
Hell	Framework’	 (10).	This	phrase	 is	 a	not-very-successful	 attempt	
at	 a	 non-pejorative	 description	 of	 the	 dominant	 Christian	 outlook:	
that	 Jesus	 died	 for	 our	 sins,	 so	 that,	 if	we	 believe	 in	 him,	 our	 sins	
are	 forgiven,	 and	 we	 will	 go	 to	 heaven	 and	 not	 hell.	 This	 binary	
framework,	Borg	contends,	has	distorted	the	language	of	the	Bible	and	
the	Church,	and	itself	displays	a	profound	misunderstanding	of	such	
key	biblical	concepts	as	 ‘Salvation’	and	 ‘Born	again’.	 In	 turn,	 such	







Rather	 than	 abandoning	 altogether	 the	 specialist	 vocabulary	 of	
Christianity,	 Borg	 advocates	 instead	 a	 process	 of	 ‘redemption’,	 in	
which	 Christian	 language	 is	 ‘set	 free,	 released,	 reclaimed	 from	 its	





“God”,	 and	 “Easter”.	 In	 no	 particularly	 discernable	 order,	 it	 then	
considers	concepts	such	as	“Mercy”,	“Sin”,	and	“John	3:16”,	before	
returning	to	Gospel	events,	such	as	“The	Ascension”	and	“Pentecost”.	





While	it	 is	only	to	be	expected,	 in	some	ways	it	 is	a	shame	that	
Borg	 chooses	 here	 to	 emphasise	 once	 again	 his	 non-literalistic	
interpretations	 of	 the	Gospel	 stories.	This	 emphasis	 is	 not,	 strictly-
speaking,	necessary	to	the	project	of	the	book,	for	it	is	at	such	points	
that	 Speaking Christian	 departs	 from	 its	 discussion	 of	 ‘the	 lost	
meaning	of	Christian	words’,	 and	moves	 into	 something	more	of	 a	
theological	treatise.	We	may	indeed	have	‘lost’	the	biblical	meaning	
of	 ‘Salvation’,	 for	example,	and	 that	chapter	 is	particularly	helpful.	
However,	when	 it	 comes	 to	 topics	 such	 as	 ‘Easter’,	Borg	 is	 not	 so	
much	recovering	‘lost’	meanings	as	proposing	‘new’	ones.
(Interestingly,	 the	 subtitle	 in	 the	 American	 edition	 was	 Why 
Christian Words Have Lost Their Meaning and Power – And How 
They Can Be Restored.	Clumsier	though	this	is,	it	is	a	more	accurate	
description	of	Borg’s	intent	than	the	British	version.)
The	 result	may	well	 be	 a	 narrowing	 of	 potential	 readership.	As	
stated	above,	those	who	are	inclined	to	like	Borg	anyway	will	like	this	
book,	while	 those	who	maintain	a	more	literal	understanding	of	 the	











of	Holy	Communion	 as	modelled	 on	 Jesus	 eating	with	 the	 impure	
and	 the	 outcasts.	Throughout	Speaking Christian,	 there	 is	much	 to	
challenge	easy	theological	assumptions	and	narrow	definitions.
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My starting point was that God is being increasingly pushed 
out of a world come of age, from the realm of our knowledge 
and life and, since Kant, has only occupied the ground beyond 
the world of experience. On the one hand, theology has resisted 
this development with apologetics and taken up arms – in 
vain – against Darwinism and so on; on the other hand, it has 
resigned itself to the way things have gone and allowed God 
to function only as deus ex machina in the so-called ultimate 
questions, that is, God becomes the answer to life’s questions, 
a solution to life’s needs and conflicts. 
—	 	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer,	Letters and Papers from Prison	
	(Dietrich	Bonhoeffer	Works,	volume	8,	2010),	p.	450.
So	writes	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer	 in	1944.	As	 Imaginative Apologetics	
affirms,	 the	 task	 of	 apologetics	 has	 been	 around	 for	 a	 long	 time,	
and	 never	 did	 run	 smoothly.	 In	 the	 earliest	 Christian	 incarnations,	
apologetics	 were	 part	 of	 a	 battle	 for	 recognition	 in	 a	 world	 where	
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